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ABSTRACT 
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no evidence of a discontinuity in the story yet topicalization 
occurs) are examined. It is concluded that the intended effect of 
marked topicalization is to highlight a key event to follow. Thirteen 
notes and a 19-item bibliography are included. (MSE) 
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1 Introduction 

My aiss in this papor are tuofold: first* to spell out the norsal 
or UNMARKED function of topicalication (as defined below) in narrative 
discourse; and second, to consider what Sperber 4 Wilson call the 
"additional contextual effects'* (1986:196) that MARKED or apparently 
redundant instances of topicalication are intended to achieve in Hebrew. 

!n sect. 2, I argue in favour of Benei 1962 characterization of 
topical ization as bidirectional. It not only serves "as point of 
departure for the cossunication", but also provides the basis for 
linking the cossunication to its context. I then review sy 1987 work on 
the relation between topicalication and what Uivon (1983:8) calls 
'discontinuities' (cf. also Laabdin 1971:62): discontinuities in the 
flow of the story, in the spatio-tesporal setting or in the cast of 
participants (sect. 3). In sect. 4, I consider why topicalizntion is 
often associated with backgrounding, but argue that Longacre (1989) is 
wrong in treating ALL topicalized sentences in Hebrew as backgrounded. 
Finally, in sect. 5, I examine examples of Barked topicalication, i.e. 
passages in which there is no evidence of a discontinuity in the story 
yet topical ization occurs, and claim that the intended effect of sacked 
topical ization is to highlight a key event which is to follow. 

I first need to define the SCOPE of this paper. I as concentrating 
on the fronting of elesents in sentences with what Andrews (1985: 77f f ) 
call* "topic - comment articulation". Thus, I as concerned with 
sentences like (l): 2 

(1) (8:14) a-in-aonth t he-second. . . 3SF-was-dry the-earth. 

(And in the second month... 3 the earth [TOPIC] was 
dry [COMMENT! . ) 

I as NOT discussing sentences with what Andrews calls "focus - 
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S^'iTlM.".*'^"' ,UCh • enUnee> ' " el "«* '-ted 

Returning, then, to sentence (1), Halliday (1970:161) would divide 
^?h" nten 5 c into two functional parts: a sentence *pic 1 in the second 
■onth , and a co.sent "the earth was dry".* I do n, t foil™ Hallo's 
analysis. Rather, I consider that a conent ("was dry") is being .Jde 
about the sentence topic "the earth" and that the senLcl topic Is 

S Jn" i e h b% e w t0P M Hl K dM (AndrCW8 1985:79) el ^ nt " in the seconS 
■onth . In Hebrew, this phrase precedes the verb. 

Thus, I divide sentence (1) functionally as shown in (l'):« 

(1*) In the second month / the earth / was dry. 

TOPICALIZED ELEMENT / SENTENCE TOPIC / COMMENT 

2 BeneS* characterisation of totalisation as bidirectional 

«n wh?J 8 ^n i0n V 0 ? the . functio " of topicalited ele.ents tend to focus 
on what follows it in * discourse. Thus, Chafe (1976:50) say- that 1 

SmJHJ Cle ' ent , > t8 a 8patial « tem *>" 1 or individual Soaain ^hin 
*nich the sain predication holds." unin 

Recently, however, a nusber of linguists have recognired that 
topicalized sle.ents are as such backward- looking as forward^looH^ 

Back* InT^l' ThiS in8 i g l ,t 8h °' lld probabl * be g c"dUed to EneS! 
Back in 1962, he wrote that what he called the BASIS, "servin* as a 
point of departure for the cosaunication, is directlv linkprf 5 ?k! 
context" (Garvin's translation; 1963:508). directl y linke * to the 

(bases") ar Bb %itS!r "M**? ^lA 1 * 0 observed that topicalised elements 
(bases) are either already evoked in the discourse or else in a. lit 
relation to something already evoked in or inferrable fro. lit 

i.' Hcbre '' of 8en ««i». .pati.l base, are rare ' 

narraUve.*" 63 "° re C0 " 0, " ™ d bases »eryoo..on in 

Passage (3) illuatrate. two TEMPORAL be lee Une with »,.H 
?n wi " '■f"'*''*"* «»*» l*-3S-w.sJ "and it hapJeneS erl^uT 

whetSer Ca . 8 uteJ he or ne i.nn^ rSl S^l* R f PUCES the *™"»» «»« 
..V »? stated or i.plied). In Andrew.' words, there is » switpu 

relation between the previous te.por.l setting .nd ihe new on. X 



23 



Benes terse, the BASIS for linking the new sentence to the context is 
temporal. 

(3) (8:12) (Noah waited seven sore days and sent the dove out again, but 
this tine it did not return to his. ) 

(13a) *-3S-was ON-FIRST ft-SIX HUNDRED YEAR ON-FIRST ON-FIRST 
TO- MO NTH 3P-dried-up the-waters fros-on the-earth 

(13b) a-33-renoved Noah covering-of tbe-ark 

(13c) &-3S- looked a-see 3P-were-dry but faces -of the-ground. 

(14) &-ON-NONTH THE- SECOND. . . 3SF-was-dry the earth. 

(And it happened, by the first day of the first sonth of 
Noah's 601st. year, that the water had dried up fros the 
earth. 

And Noah resoved the covering fros the ark 
and saw that the surface of the ground was dry. 
And by the second sonth. . . the earth was dry. ) 

Passage (4) illustrates three INDIVIDUAL bases. The first (18:10b) 
indicates a switch of attention fros (the conversation between) the LORD 
and Abrahas (vlOa) to "Sarah" (describing what she was doing while the 
conversation was proceeding). The second (vlOc) indicates a switch fros 
Sarah to "the tent", which had been "already evoked in the discourse" 
(Andrews 1985:78). The third (vll) indicates yet another switch, fros 
the tent to "Abrahas and Sarah". In all three cases, the basis or 
topical ized elesent is also the sentence topic about which a coasent is 
sade. 



(4) (18:10a) (And He said [to Abrahas], "5 will surely return to you 

about this tise next year, and Sarah your wife will have 
a son.") 



(10b) a-SARAH listening entrance-of the-tent. 
110c) a-IT behind-his. 

(11a) a-ABRAHAM a- SARAH old-ones being-advanced in-days... 

(12) &-3SF-laughed Sarah to-hernelf . . . 

(Now Sarah was listening at the entrance to the tent. 
It was behind his. 

Abrahas and Sarah were already old and well advanced in 
years. . . 

And Sarah laughed to herself...) 
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Passage (5) illustrates an occasion on which the sentence topic of 
one clause (Noah; 7:5) becomes the basis (as well as the sentence topic) 
of the next (v6a). (The passage continues with a switch fro* Noah to 
"the flood", which had been alluded to in the speech of v4.) 

(5) (7:5) a-3S-did Noah as-all that 3S-couanded-3SO YHVH. 

(6a) 4- NOAH son-of 600 year. 



(6b) &-THE-FLOOD 3S-waa waters on the-earth. 
(7) &-3S-entered Noah... into the-ark... 



(And Noah did all that the LORD cossanded his. 
Noah was 600 years old 

and [when] the floodwaters case on the earth. 
And Noah. . . entered the ark. . . ) 

In each of the above passages, the topicalized elesent is the basis 
for relating the new sentence to the context. It replaces or reiterates 
a corresponding elesent it the context, this b>ing either stated or 
inferred. Thus, whether the topicalized elesent replaces or reiterates 
an elesent of the context, it is always anaphoric (ci. Werth 
1984:61ff).» 

3 Topical isat ion and discontinuities in the storyline 

As sany writers have observed, the storyline or sain events of a 
Hebrew narrative tend to be presented with the verb first in the clause 
and in the preterite or wayqtl fors. Longacre (1989:65), for exasple, 
cites with approval the 1910 graasar of Gesenius - Kautzsch - Cowley on 
this point. 

Typically, the relationship between such clauses is 
" conjunctive-sequential, . . . the second clause is tesporally or logically 
posterior or consequent to the first" (Laabdin 1971:162). Between the 
events described in such clauses there is "topic continuity" (Giv6n 
1983:8) and "continuity of situation" (Levinsohn 1987:66). That is to 
say, the SAME basic storyline is being developed, and no sudden change 
or discontinuity in the spatio-tesporal setting or in the cast of 
participants is indicated. Bather, sodif ications are aade to the 
EXISTING scene and cast.* 

Passage (6) illustrates this continuity in the storyline. On 
sesantic grounds, English translations cossonly begin a new paragraph at 
2:8a, reflecting the centrality of the garden in the 'ollowir.g 
sentences. At the sase Use, the verb-initiul clauses suggect overall 
topic continuity throughout the passage. This is reflected in the 
content of the clauses. The preterite is used throughout, and the 
events are presented without any stated changes in the tesporal setting 
(contrast the New International Version, which translates 2:8a with a 
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pluperfect). A new participant dan; 2:7a) and a prop (garden; 2:8a) 
are introduced into the existing scene. Sisilarly, in 2:8b, the san is 
reintroduced into the existing scene. Even the location of 2:8a (in the 
east, in Eden) is specified, rather than presented as being in contrast 
with soae other location. (No specific location is indicated for the 
events of 2:4-7.) Thus, the existing scene and cast are modified, as 
the passage progresses, and continuity in the storyline is saintained. 

(6) (2:7a) a-33-foraed YHWH God the-aan dust fros the-earth 

(7b) a-3S-breathed in-his-nose breath-of life 

(7c) ft-33-becaae the-san into-being living 

(8a) 4-3S-planted YHWH God garden in-Eden in-east 

(8b) *-3S-put there the-san that 3S-forsed. 

(And the LORD God foraed san fros the dust of the ground 
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, 
and san becaae a living being. 

*nd the LORD God planted a garden in the east, in Eden, 
and put there the san he had foraed.) 

When a topical ized eleaent precedes the verb, in contrast, the 
relationship with the context is "disjunctive" (Lasbdin 1971:162); there 
is a discontinuity in the storyline. 

-In (3), the discontinuity is temporal: changes of teaporal setting. 
-In (4), the discontinuity is "individual"; attention switches fros the 
conversation between Abraham and the Lord to Sarah, froa her to the 
tent, and fros the tent to Abraham and Sarah as a couple. 
-In (5), the discontinuity is in the flow of the story; the sain events 
of the story are interrupted, in order to introduce two background 
coaaents (7:6a, b), each with its own topicalized sentence topic. Once 
the cossents are completed, the aain events reause, encoded once sore 
with verb-initial clauses (v7), since there is continuity between the 
events of v5 and v7. (Cf. also the continuity, in passage (4), between 
the events of 18:10a and 18:12.) 

Example (7) illustrates a passage in which two events occur at 
different Uses, yet the temporal expression is not topicalized in the 
second sentence. By beginning the sentence with a verb, continuity is 
signalled between the first event and the second (the coasand and an 
appropriate response to the conaand). If the teaporal expression had 
been topicalized, the basis for relating the events would have been by a 
change of teaporal setting, and the coasand - response relationship 
would have been obscured. By not topicalizing the teaporal expression, 
continuity between the coasand and the response is saintained. 
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(7) (21:12) (God said to hi* [Abraha.], "Do not be so distressed about 
the boy and your aaidservant. Liaten to whatever Sarah 
tells you...") 

(14) &-3S-rose Abrahaa IN-MORNING... 

(Abrahas rose the next sorning... and sent [the saidservantl 
off with the boy) [as Sarah had requested; 21:10]. 

Thus, when a verb-initial clause is esployed to encode an event of 
a narrative in the Hebrew of Genesis, topic continuity and continuity of 
situation with the event which preceded it is i.plied. When the clause 
indicated * topicalized eles4€nt » * discontinuity in the storyline is 

It is perhaps worth pointing out that discernment of continuity or 
?i 8 °2S^ ity ; in *? y P articular instance, is a pragiatic decision of 
the WRITER. Frequently, two events could in theory be presented as 
being in a relationship of continuity or of discontinuity. The 
constituent order of Hebrew reflects the relationship which the writer 
actually perceived. 

< ♦ l hiS ,i 8 ,„ il J U ! 5t r ited in ******* (8)- English versions tend to 
introduce 12:17 with 'but', reflecting perhaps Uie contras? be?ween 
Pharaoh's treatment of Abra. (vl6) and the Lord's treatment of Pharaoh 
Conceivably, vl7 could have begun with a topical izeT referenc? to 
Pharaoh (or to YHWH), indicating a switch of attention f™. Abra. ill 

iSJE^V* ^ gin ? t n J Vl? With * VCrb ' however ' th « has 
footnotes)? ^ ™ Cftrller event (in thi8 case, vl5c; cf. 

iB) (12:15c) (And the wo.an was taken into Pharaoh's house.) 

(16a) &-T0-ABRAM 3S-did-good for-her-sake 

(16b) 4-3S-had sheep A-oxen A-he-asses. . . 

(17a) &-3S-plagued YHWH Pharaoh with-plagues great... 

(He treated Abras well for her sake, 
and Abras acquired sheep and cattle, sale and fesale 
donkeys. . . 

But the LORD inflicted serious diseases on Pharaoh...) 
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4 Topical isat ion and backgrounding 

In his recent work on the Joseph narrative in Genesis, Longacre 
(1989:80f) maintains that sentences whose verb is in the perfect or qtl 
fora and which begin with a noun present "backgrounded actions". 
Bailey (forthcoming, sect. 3.6) disputes this clais at length, and cites 
a variety of apparent counter-examples. I therefore only outline 
Bailey's argument here. 

If a Hebrew clause begins with a verb, the verb aay be in the 
preterite or the "perfect" (among others). 10 Longacre argues that 
clauses with a preterite present the main events of a narrative, whereas 
those with a "perfect" describe backgrounded actions (ibid). Bailey 
accepts this position. 

When a clause does NOT begin with a verb, however, the PRETERITE 
CANNOT OCCUR. Consequently, the foreground versus background 
distinction based on the use of the preterite versus the "perfect" is 
potentially neutralized. In Bailey's opinion, this neutralization 
actually occurs, and he cites as confirmation a number of passages which 
involve preverbal elements fronted for either focus or topical izat ion. 
In such passages, some clauses with preverbal elements and the perfect 
appear not to be presenting baci {rounded information. 

Passage (9) illustrates Bailey's claim. Longacre's analysis 

predicts that both 4:4a and 4:5a present backgrounded actions, since the 

perfect is used. In contrast, v3b and v4b present foreground actions, 
since they are presented with the preterite. 

Such an analysis appears to be counter-intuitive. The clauses with 
topicalized phrases are compared and contrasted with those that precede 
thee, and appear to be just as important as them. It does not seem 
reasonable to consider them to be backgrounded with respect to those 
with which they contrast. 

(9) (4:3b) &-3S-brought Cain froa-fruit-of the-earth offering to-YHWH 

(4a) a-ABEL 3S- brought also he from-f irstborn-of his-f lock. . . 

(4b) &-3S-accepted YHWH to-Abel a-to-his-of fering 

(5a) &-T0 CAIN &-T0-HIS OFFERING not 3S-accepted. 

(And Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an 
offering to the LORD. 

And Abel brought... portions from soae of the firstborn of 
his flock. 

And the LORD looked with favor on Abel and his offering, 
but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor.) 
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with "trSX^S^^ a^ority of clauses 

indicates discontinuity, .any clauses «m J*?*" 86 to PicaliMtion 

the beginning of "new narVatWe »nlt*» P fl efbal cleaent8 occur at 
-episode.-). Forexaaple, c? Jhe tS^i-i?" 1987:168; Acre's 
new teuporal settingi n passage 13 1 * ex Pf eMi ™« Presenting 
naturally be viewed as presenUnS LJ? Consequently, such clauses say 
nature. Si.ilarly^bEiEf &k1™S 1* pr f liBi ^y. backgrounded 
discontinuity in the storyline iETTt • co.sents represent a break or 
sentence topic, as passes ft s^cM'ffi" * 

topiclase^le.m SL 01 "? " hich ""i * 

not per se a backgrounding device?" W ° rd8 ' topicalization is 

Hebrew cSt'^ft 'I?™ >? ^ in 

schese for narrative discourse. uJtilfJf- ^acre's verbal rank 

not possible to know whether^ cW« 'T** 1 U it ?. 

1) or background activities <£nd 2)™ " P 68ent » top *"»e events (Band 

5 Marked instances of topical i sat ion 

a dislt^ity lt^J^\Xri^^ M ^ indicates 
" WhlCh N ° Continuity is e^t?^^ 

Sperber & Wilson clais that uh. B 
construction is used, the writer W tie SdTSS"? 1 ' in *"">^<** 
additional contextual effects not obtain^! J J ted , to achieve 8 °«e 
unsarked construction (1986: 1M J? X£ "SIf ?? lng tne bivalent 

an apparently inappropriate context ftw ^""""on is found in 
discontinuity), the purpose will £ Vshul' JV the aD8ence °f * 
the case of Hebrew, I argue that ? ? ^ ! ddlt *«»«l effects. In 
topicalization is highH$Ung lntended effect of 8U <* 'redundant' 

consid^: occ^^ which Bailey 

Longacre's discourse "peak": 1989-28fi) t *k fortnco «ing, Beet. 3.6.3; 
others he cites), topical isUion i^Un^i! 11 " ******* (and in the 
prelijinary event which is presented withL Und " Section with a 
itself an unusual feature iS th^ conL^* c ; njUnCtion * w U«-3aj 
Topicalization occurs also in connection w?^ * h °i narrative events) 
earlier evunt was leading (v4c) pJus tlv rtt>v> * ^ CVent to whi <* the 
intervene (w3b,4a). ' PlU * My further Prelisinary events that 

topicat^L 8 .^ 1 ^ ^LuTon'tT 68 18 ™ " -re of the 
exasple, if v 3a is interpreted^ i t 1 * gr T d of discontinuity. T or 
Parage (3), then topi call zlt i?n of til T"* teBporal b » 8i *. as in 
v3b is not warranted as well h * referen ce to the indiv duals in 
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(10) (44:2) (And he [Joseph's steward] did as Joseph said.) 
(3a) THE-MORNING 3S-dawned« [*or "light"] 
(3b) a-THE-MEN 3P-i*ere-sent they 4-their-donkeya 
(4a) THEY 3P-went-froa the -city 
(4b) Not 3P-went-far 

(4c) 4-JOSEPH 3S-said to- that over his-house... 
(Morning dawned, 

and the sen were sent on their way with their donkeys. 
They had not gone far froa the city 
and [when] Joseph said to his steward, "Oo after those 
aen . . . " ) 

(Cf. also 19:23-25; 38:25.) 

It thus appears thai, as Bailey's "narrative high point" label 
iaplies, such larked instances of topical is^tion occur to contribute to 
the effect of HIGHLIGHTING a key event which is to follow. 

In a few passages, an ISOLATED reference to a linor participant or 
prop is topicalized, even though no discontinuity in the storyline is 
discernable. Exaaple (11) is representative of such passages. Although 
topicalisation occurs in 19:6b, there appears to be no discontinuity 
between the events of v6a and v6b. u 

The activation for such 'redundant' topical isation appears again to 
be that of highlighting the event which iaaediately follows (in this 
case, Lot's response of vv7f to the aen' 8 deaand of vv4f that he bring 
out. his visitors). Verse 6b Bay thus be viewed as a 'foil', setting off 
the aore significant event which iiaediately follows it. 

(11) (19:4f) (Before they had gone to bed, -xll the aen of the city... 

surrounded the house. They called to Lot, "Where are the 
■en who caae to you tonight? Bring thea out to us that 
we nay know thea.") 

(6a) &~3S-went to-thes Lot to-the-outside 

(6b) &-THE-DOOR 3S-shut after-hia 

(7) &-3S-said... 
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(And Lot went outside to aeet the. 
and shut the door behind hi. 
and said, 



you...-) a »«*nters... Let .e bring the. out to 

(Cf. also 19:10d.) 

^^t^jsz^ r'tEtiSJS sir 8 .r u - ed *■ 

auch clause, and previous eventi o? the s^v V*' e y enU d «cribed in 
8 used to indicate disconJiluUies iI^hT.f* P f?' li,atioB ^icUly 
itself indicate that the event. 3e.^^ at ? ryline » b "t does not in 
backgrounded. When topicalisauL « 8cribed , ln ««ch clauses are 
evident, the writer intends to achieve addi t ^ ? Ut „ n ° diflc °ntinuity i 8 
of Hebrew, the effect of such 'rL^ 1™? ? ffecta * In the case 
highlighting a key event which i to Mlt? ^ on is that of 
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f^-r^E- -v 1 ,^ £3v- th . order of 

International Version, but i rSodlfS^f" f ener,Uy toUm « the »„ 
"fleet the Hebrew. I„ (3, to Mil . J" ,f lace »' to .ore closely 
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ABBREVIATIONS used: 3P/3 S . 1lvl 
fesinine; 0: object. ™" per80n Plural/singular; F: 

3. Cf. belo* „„ tbe functional statu, of "in the ee , ond ^ . 

■™ . type of "erth (1984 5.^, """■»«♦• position 

«ay be recognized in written ..terui?*^ SelK ln which « uch ""tence. 

b ° th C4U the topic tbe "tb.se", Md the 

topicslized elesenf and 'sentence topic" " ,rtlcle 1 c «" 
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topical iced element sentence topic 



Bene* basis these 

Foley 4 Van Valin topic pivot 

7. The clearest exanple of a spatial basis is found in 18:7. Attention 
switches fros events in the tent to those Kith the herd. 

(18:6) 4-3S-hurried Abrabaa to-the-tent to Sarah a-3S-said, "Quick!..." 

(7) a-TO THE-HERD 3S-ran Abrahas a 3S-selected calf... 

(And Abrahas hurried into the tent to Sarah and said, "Quick!..." 
And he ran to the herd and selected a... calf...) 

8. In Werth's terss, switch or replacement is a "negative anaphoric 
operation"; reiteration is a "positive anaphoric operation" (ibid.). 

Sentences at the beginning of discourses typically open with a 
topical ized elesent. Such bases are anaphoric in the sense that they 
replace a corresponding elesent of the context in which the discourse 
was uttered or written. For instance, the topicaliced temporal 
expression which opens Genesis ("in-beginning"; 1:1) replaces the tise 
of coaposition of the book by the tesporal setting for the story. 

9. Bailey (forthcosing, sect. 4) points out that topic continuity is not 
always with the events described in the issediately preceding sentence 
or passage. He cites 4:25, which reintroduces Adas and bis wife (last 
sentioned in 4:2), after incidents involving Abel, Cain and Laaech. 
Concerning the use of a verb-initial clause in 4:25a, Bailey cossents, 
"Here, by seans of wayqtl, continuity of the aain narrative is 
esphasited". 

10. In fact, it is very unusual for what Longacre calls the "perfect" to 
occur verb-initial. Dr. Ran dell Buth (personal conversation) questions, 
on historical grounds, whether such forns should be identified with the 
"perfect" which follows a fronted elesent. 

11. This would seen to be confined fros Koine Greek, another language 
in which verb-initial clauses suggest overall topic continuity and bases 
are topicalieed. In Greek, following a preverbal elesent, the 
distinction between preterite (aorist) and perfect is not neutralised. 
Consequently, the preterite is cosaonly used in topicaliced clauses in 
which one clause is compared and contrasted with another, and the second 
clause presents a sain event of the story* ( Cf. Levinsohn 
1987: lOf f ,162f f for examples.) 

12. Longacre* s verbal rank schese for Hebrew appears to reflect the 
interaction of a nusber of parameters, of which topicalization 1b but 
one. Longacre hinself (forthcosing, MS p.lOOf) cites E.A. Gutt who 
"lays out four parameters which he considers to be relevant to the 
ranking of verbs in Silti narrative" (an Ethio-Sesi tic language). Since 
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these parameters (tense, verb status, semantic verb tvne. m^A\ 
independent of each other, it is unlikelvthit a £i woo i ) *l e 

££u it^t" 'a 110 ^ »—«•*•»* ^ tta dJrlption o? ley 
£Ih~ •. otter »ord«, Barked topicalir.tlon in Bahasa Malaysia mm i« 

ssnBJs 
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